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Consider species specialism when publishing 
datasets
To the Editor — The need to publish 
biodiversity data to ensure study 
replicability and to identify important 
conservation areas is an emerging challenge. 
Several journals now require publication of 
full data sets for published papers, and an 
increasing number of journals specialize 
in publishing only data sets. There is an 
evident trade-off between the undeniable 
importance of publishing fine-scale 
biodiversity data and the risk of several 
related threats1,2. Tulloch et al.1 highlight 
the importance of sharing biodiversity 
data and present a decision tree aiming to 
help researchers in making the decision of 
whether to publish their biodiversity data 
sets. This paper provides a much needed 
framework for researchers working on 
biodiversity, but, as for any pioneering work, 
we believe that consideration of additional 
aspects could allow more balanced and 
appropriate decisions.

For example, the decision of whether or 
not to publish specific data is particularly 
complex if species are ecologically or 
geographically restricted. We have 
been working for several years on the 
endangered European cave salamanders 
(genus Hydromantes)3,4, which are a 
group of amphibians filling a narrow eco-
physiological niche that can be found at 
high densities in subterranean environments 
characterized by specific microclimatic 
conditions5–7. We tried to apply the decision 
tree1 to the publication of Hydromantes data. 
Trade and exploitation are not the major 

threats to these animals; they are affected 
primarily by human disturbance, such as 
cave tourism and habitat alteration. No 
specific conservation policies exist to protect 
Hydromantes, and distribution data can be 
useful for their conservation. Therefore, we 
obtained the final suggestion: ‘Restrict data: 
mask species IDs not locations or publish 
high-res habitat maps’.

For species that live in a particular 
habitat, as is the case of micro-endemisms, 
publishing detailed positions can instantly 
threaten the species even if species 
IDs are masked8. For example, if cave 
coordinates fall inside the range of one of 
the Hydromantes species, the location of the 
populations can easily be deduced. Likewise, 
when a species demands a particular 
combination of environmental features, it 
is not that hard to track its presence from 
a high-resolution habitat map5,7. In this 
case, the publication of detailed sites and/
or high-resolution suitability maps will 
expose the species to immediate threats. The 
scenario is even more complex since data 
collection often requires collaboration with 
volunteers and funding agencies, which are 
reluctant to produce freely available data 
sets as this would overlook their financial 
and time inputs2,9. This may lead to a 
reduction of participation and of funding for 
conservation planning, which in turn results 
in a reduction of attention toward some 
endangered species9.

Publication of biodiversity data 
is a highly problematic topic, and an 

understanding of the underlying benefits 
and risks is just emerging1,2,9. We therefore 
recommend carefully evaluating the trade-
off between the effective protection of 
species and information sharing, even for 
conservation purposes. Particular attention 
should be paid to species with strong habitat 
specialization and narrow ranges. ❐
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